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Abstract

This study aimed to identify, validate, and prioritize the main and subcomponents of spiritual leadership among academic managers of
Islamic Azad University branches in Tehran and to develop an applicable analytical model. This applied study used a descriptive-survey
design based on structural equation modeling. In the first stage, 53 components of spiritual leadership were extracted through a review of
theoretical foundations and previous studies. These components were then evaluated by a panel of 30 academic experts, and after removing
overlapping, repetitive, or less applicable items, 35 components were retained. The final components were classified into four main
dimensions: cognitive capacities, social capacities, personality characteristics, and behavioral characteristics. The statistical population
consisted of senior, middle, and executive managers working in the North Tehran, South Tehran, East Tehran, West Tehran, Central
Tehran, and Science and Research branches of Islamic Azad University. Based on Cochran’s formula, the sample size was estimated at 148
participants, and 150 valid questionnaires were ultimately collected using stratified random sampling. The validity of the questionnaire
was confirmed through expert review and factor analysis, and its reliability was supported by a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.935.The
results of factor analysis and structural equation modeling indicated that all retained components were statistically significant, with t-values
greater than 1.96, confirming their ability to represent the latent dimensions of spiritual leadership. The model fit indices also supported
the adequacy and acceptable fit of the proposed model. Among the four dimensions, cognitive capacities showed the strongest standardized
factor loading on academic managers’ spiritual leadership, with a coefficient of 0.71. Social capacities ranked second with a factor loading
of 0.63, followed by personality characteristics with a loading of 0.61 and behavioral characteristics with a loading of 0.55. Accordingly,
the 35 final components were confirmed as meaningful indicators of spiritual leadership within the proposed four-dimensional model. The
findings suggest that spiritual leadership in academic management is a multidimensional construct shaped by cognitive, social, personality-
related, and behavioral capacities. The proposed model provides a validated framework for assessing, training, selecting, and developing
academic managers. Its application may contribute to stronger participation, ethical conduct, organizational commitment, meaningful
work, and improved effectiveness in higher education institutions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In contemporary higher education institutions, leadership is no longer limited to administrative coordination,
formal authority, and routine managerial control. Universities operate in complex, value-laden, knowledge-
based, and socially accountable environments where academic managers must simultaneously address
organizational effectiveness, ethical responsibility, faculty and staff motivation, institutional identity, and the
meaningfulness of educational work. In this context, spiritual leadership has emerged as a significant
theoretical and practical approach because it connects leadership behavior with values, meaning, purpose,
intrinsic motivation, altruistic love, hope, faith, membership, and organizational commitment. The spiritual
leadership perspective argues that leaders influence followers not only through formal power or transactional
incentives but also through the creation of a shared vision, the cultivation of meaningful work, and the
reinforcement of a culture based on trust, respect, compassion, and value alignment (Fry & Cohen, 2009; Fry
et al., 2011; Fry et al., 2017).

The relevance of spiritual leadership has increased as leadership research has moved beyond fragmented style-
based approaches toward more integrative models that combine leader character, competence, ethical
orientation, and organizational outcomes (Anderson & Sun, 2017; Strum et al., 2017). Spiritual leadership is
particularly important in academic settings because universities are not merely bureaucratic organizations;
rather, they are institutions responsible for knowledge production, moral development, social progress, and the
cultivation of human capital. Therefore, academic managers require a leadership framework that can integrate
cognitive insight, social responsibility, personal integrity, and constructive behavior. Prior studies have shown

that spiritual leadership can strengthen organizational performance, workplace spirituality, employee



empowerment, commitment, pro-environmental behavior, psychological safety, innovation, resilience, and
social responsibility (Afsar et al., 2016; Arthachinda & Charoensukmongkol, 2024; Hussein Abdul Zahra
& Edan Bani Al Khazraje, 2024; Khoshpanjeh et al., 2012; Li & Hu, 2025). Moreover, systematic and
bibliometric reviews indicate that spiritual leadership has become an expanding research domain with growing
attention to its antecedents, mediating mechanisms, cultural adaptations, and organizational consequences
(Piwowar-Sulej & Igbal, 2024; Srivastava et al., 2024; Vedula & Agrawal, 2024).

Spiritual leadership has also been examined in different cultural and institutional contexts. Studies in Asian,
Islamic, educational, health, and public-sector contexts suggest that spiritual leadership should be interpreted
in relation to local values, institutional missions, and social expectations (Azzuhri et al., 2024; Chaturvedi et
al., 2025; Egel & Fry, 2017; Jeon et al., 2013). In educational organizations, this leadership approach has
been associated with teacher commitment, organizational citizenship behavior, religiosity, spiritual
intelligence, and Islamic performance (Ifani & Kartiwi, 2024; Monanisa et al., 2024; Polat, 2011; Poniman
et al., 2023; Sonia et al., 2024). Iranian studies have also emphasized the importance of spiritual leadership
components such as vision, altruism, organizational commitment, self-attention, honesty, trust, employee
empowerment, spiritual well-being, and organizational performance (Khaefollahi et al., 2010; Khorshid &
Gholizadeh, 2016; Memarzadeh & Sanei, 2011; Nasr Esfahani et al., 2015; Ziaei et al., 2023). However,
despite the growing body of literature, there remains a need for an empirically validated and context-sensitive
model that identifies, categorizes, and prioritizes the components of spiritual leadership among academic
managers in Iranian higher education. Accordingly, the present study aimed to develop a comprehensive model
and framework for identifying, prioritizing, and analyzing the components of spiritual leadership among
academic managers of Islamic Azad University branches in Tehran.

Methods and Materials

This study was applied in terms of purpose and descriptive-survey in terms of method. The research was
conducted using a quantitative approach based on factor analysis and structural equation modeling. In the first
stage, the components of spiritual leadership were extracted through a review of theoretical foundations and
previous empirical studies. Based on this process, 53 initial components were identified. These components
were then evaluated by a panel of 30 academic experts who had relevant expertise and experience in the field
of spiritual leadership and academic management. The expert review focused on the applicability of the
components to spiritual leadership among academic managers, semantic proximity, avoidance of repetition,
frequency of use in the literature, and suitability of the number of components.

After the expert evaluation process, the initial list of 53 components was reduced to 35 components. These
final components were classified into four major dimensions: cognitive capacities, social capacities,
personality characteristics, and behavioral characteristics. Cognitive capacities included five components;
social capacities included nine components; personality characteristics included thirteen components; and

behavioral characteristics included eight components. The main instrument for data collection was a



researcher-made questionnaire based on the finalized components. The validity of the questionnaire was
examined through consultation with supervisors and academic experts as well as factor analysis. The reliability
of the instrument was confirmed using Cronbach’s alpha, which was calculated as 0.935 for 38 questionnaire
indicators in the preliminary sample, indicating high internal consistency.

The statistical population consisted of senior, middle, and executive managers working in line and staff
positions at Islamic Azad University branches in Tehran, including North Tehran, South Tehran, East Tehran,

West Tehran, Central Tehran, and Science and Research branches. Given the estimated population of

approximately 240 managers, the sample size was calculated using Cochran’s formula with a 5% error level,
resulting in a required sample of 148 participants. A stratified random sampling method was used to select
participants from the different university branches and faculties. To ensure an adequate response rate, 180
questionnaires were distributed, and ultimately 150 valid questionnaires were collected and analyzed. Data
analysis was performed using confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation modeling to examine the
relationships between the identified components, the four dimensions, and the overall construct of spiritual
leadership among academic managers.

Findings

The findings confirmed the validity of the proposed spiritual leadership model for academic managers. The
results of confirmatory factor analysis showed that all retained components were statistically meaningful
indicators of their respective dimensions. The t-statistics for all components were greater than 1.96, indicating
that the null hypotheses regarding the insignificance of the factor loadings were rejected. Therefore, the
components were able to represent the latent factors of spiritual leadership appropriately. The model fit indices
for the factor analysis also indicated acceptable model fit. For the factor analysis of spiritual leadership
components, the chi-square value was 1488.94, the significance level was 0.106, and RMSEA was 0.000. For
the spiritual leadership variable, the chi-square value was 253.01, the significance level was 0.063, and
RMSEA was 0.000. These results supported the adequacy of the measurement structure.

The structural equation modeling results also confirmed the significance of the relationships among the main
dimensions and the overall construct of spiritual leadership. The goodness-of-fit indices indicated that the
conceptual model had an acceptable and favorable fit. The model produced a CMIN value of 1709.89 with 657
degrees of freedom and a p-value of 0.103. Other fit indices also supported the model, including RMR = 0.067,
GFI =0.91, AGFI =0.89, PGFI =0.72, RMSEA = 0.000, NFI = 0.92, NNFI = 0.93, CFI = 0.93, RFI = 0.91,
and IFI = 0.94. These values indicated that the proposed model adequately represented the empirical data.
Among the four main dimensions, cognitive capacities had the strongest standardized factor loading on
spiritual leadership among academic managers, with a coefficient of 0.71. This dimension included
meaningfulness, self-attention, sense of mission, conscience, and values. Social capacities ranked second, with
a standardized factor loading of 0.63. This dimension included altruism, respect for others, praising others, fair

behavior, good listening to followers, attention to organizational interests, attention to employees’ interests,



attention to social interests, and mutual communication. Personality characteristics ranked third, with a
standardized factor loading of 0.61. This dimension included membership, organizational commitment/loyalty,
trust, forgiveness, courage, patience, honesty, compassion, humility, personal discipline, simplicity,
perseverance, and hope/faith. Behavioral characteristics had the lowest but still meaningful factor loading,
with a coefficient of 0.55. This dimension included appreciation, acceptance, vision, productivity, diversity,
religion, intrinsic motivation, and persistence. Overall, the findings confirmed that 35 components in four
dimensions constitute the spiritual leadership model for academic managers.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study show that spiritual leadership among academic managers is a multidimensional
construct that cannot be reduced to a single behavioral style or managerial technique. The strongest role of
cognitive capacities suggests that academic spiritual leadership begins with the leader’s ability to understand
meaning, values, mission, conscience, and self-awareness. This finding is especially important in universities
because academic management requires more than administrative efficiency. Academic managers must
interpret the mission of higher education, create a sense of meaning in academic work, and align institutional
goals with ethical and social values. Therefore, cognitive capacities appear to provide the foundation upon
which other dimensions of spiritual leadership are built.

The second-ranked role of social capacities indicates that spiritual leadership is deeply relational. Academic
managers need to establish relationships based on respect, justice, listening, altruism, mutual communication,
and attention to the interests of employees, the organization, and society. In a university environment, where
intellectual autonomy, participation, and professional dignity are essential, leaders cannot rely only on
hierarchical authority. They must build trust, encourage collaboration, and create a climate in which faculty
members and staff feel valued and heard. The confirmation of personality characteristics as the third major
dimension further indicates that spiritual leadership depends on the internal integrity and moral character of
the leader. Trust, honesty, humility, compassion, patience, courage, commitment, and forgiveness are not
peripheral qualities; rather, they shape the credibility of leadership and determine whether followers perceive
the leader as authentic and worthy of commitment.

Although behavioral characteristics had the weakest loading among the four dimensions, their significance
shows that spiritual leadership must ultimately be expressed through observable managerial behavior.
Appreciation, acceptance, vision-building, productivity orientation, diversity, intrinsic motivation, and
persistence make spiritual leadership visible in organizational life. However, the relatively lower loading of
this dimension suggests that behavior alone is insufficient unless it is grounded in deeper cognitive, social, and
personality-based capacities. In other words, spiritual leadership in universities requires coherence between
what leaders understand, who they are, how they relate to others, and how they behave.

In conclusion, the present study provides an empirically supported model for identifying and prioritizing the

components of spiritual leadership among academic managers. The proposed framework can be used in the



selection, development, training, and evaluation of university managers. It highlights that effective academic
leadership should be based on meaning, values, ethical character, social responsibility, and constructive
behavior. By strengthening these dimensions, universities can enhance organizational commitment,
participation, trust, motivation, and institutional effectiveness. The model also offers a foundation for future
studies in higher education leadership and can be tested in other universities, cultural contexts, and

organizational settings.
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